Jan van Doesborgh. 


S O little is known of the history of printing in the Netherlands 
during the early years of the sixteenth century, that any 
attempt, however imperfect, to dispel a small portion of the 
enveloping darkness is worth making. In strong contrast to 
the typography of the previous century, which in the Netherlands 
alone, of all countries, has yet received at all adequate treatment, 
the scarcely less interesting period succeeding appears to be 
quite neglected except for detached notices of single books. To 
English readers and students it is chiefly remarkable for the 
numerous books in English which were issued from the various 
presses of Antwerp. The place was naturally adapted from its 
situation for such a trade with England, but the first beginnings 
of it are due to the printer Leeu, whose influence doubtless to 
some extent determined the character of the books issued. 
These were for some time chiefly of three kinds, romances, 
almanacks, service-books, until a new influence, that of the 
Reformation, caused a complete change, so that from about 1530 
onwards, down to quite the end of the century, the English 
presses at Antwerp were monopolised by the theologians of the 
party which might be undermost at the time. 

Among those who may have inherited Leeu’s traditions and 
practice with regard to English trade, Jan van Doesborgh is by 
far the most important. The only attempt at a collection of 
what is known about him is that in the Note by Prof. Arber 
prefixed to his reprint of the “ New Lands ” [The first three English 
books on America, 1885; p. xxv]. This, while not professing to 
be anything more than an opening of the subject, is very useful 
as a guide to further investigation, and illustrates the peculiar 
difficulty of obtaining information about either the printer or his 
productions. 

Of Jan van Doesborgh’s life, we know but little, and that is 
almost purely impersonal. His birthplace, Doesborgh, is a 
small town not far from Arnhem, at the junction of the Oude 
and Nieuwe Ijssel. Its sole appearance in history is in the year 
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1 5S5, when it was sacked by the Spaniards. 1 * Like so many of 
the Dutch and Belgian printers Doesborgh seems never to have 
made use of his true surname. He comes to light for the first time 
in 1508, when he was admitted as “ vrijmecstcr ” of the Sint 
Lucas-gilde, being described as “ verliehtere ” or miniature- 
painter. 5 This description is thought by Dr. Campbell 3 * to shew 
that he was not at that time a printer. This docs not seem alto¬ 
gether a necessary assumption, many printers combining other 
occupations with the art during the early years of typography “ 
and putting aside the very doubtful evidence of the so-called 
“ Arnold’s Chronicle,” it is improbable that he would have 
succeeded to Roelandt van den Dorpe's business so long as eight 
years after his death. Dorpe’s widow carried on his business, 
but seemingly for only a short time, for no books printed 
by her appear to be dated after 1501; but we find the devices 
used by both Dorpe and his widow in Doesborgh’s hands about 
1510, as well as his types and woodcuts. But it is not unusual 
for a few years to elapse between the close of one printer’s career 
and the beginning of that of his successor, as for instance, in the 
case of Pynson and Machlinia. Dorpe, who died in 1500, lived 
at first (in 1497) “ in die huyvetters strate, bi onser vromven 
brooders.” 3 But a later book, the “ Seer minnelijeke woerden,” 
is dated from the Iron Balance, “aen dijscrcn waghc.” 0 It is 
from the house with this sign that the books printed by Dorpe’s 
widow were issued, and the name appears in the colophons of 
several of Doesborgh’s books. Although it is nowhere expressly 
stated, there can be little doubt that this same place is meant in 
other colophons where Doesborgh's shop is said to be “ by the 
Camerporte.” This position, both inside and outside the gate, 
was the central one for the printers. Govaert Bac’s “ Vogelhuis” 
was “near the Camerpoorte,” Henrik Eckert lived “ Bi dor 
Camerpoerten int buys van Delft,” Lettersnider, who left 
Antwerp for Delf in 1500, lived in the Camerstraet, next door to 
the Golden Unicorn, where Liesveldt and afterwards Vorster- 

1 Arber, Note ; Baedeker, Belgium aiul Holland, iSSS, p. 329. 

" De Liggeren . . . der Antuierpsche Sint Lucasgi/de, afgcschr. van /’. jRom- 
bouts en T. van Lerius, part i., p. 69. 

3 Arber, Note. 

' His profession as miniature-painter may possibly be connected with bis 
■extraordinary fondness for illustrating his productions with cuts. 

1 Colophon to the Cronike van Brabant of 1497. 

• Campbell, Annales, No. 1785. 
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man lived, “ buyten die cammerpoorte.” 1 * Doesborgli also in 
one book (the Cronike van Brabant of 1530) gives as his address, 
“ op die Lombaerde Veste.” That this is the same place as the 
other by the Camerportc is shewn by the colophon to the 
“ Ouder Vader collatie," printed in 1506 by M. Hillenius “hi 
dcr Camer poorte op die Lombaerde veste.”’ 

The type used by Doesborgh is the same in all his books 
except the “Os facies mentuni,” in which a Roman type is found.' 1 
Not having seen a copy of this book, I can give no account of this 
type ; but that which is used in all his other books is eminently 
undistinctive. With little variation it was used by (among 
others) Lettersnider and Dorpe at Antwerp, and by Eckert at 
Delf, during the fifteenth century ; and by almost every Nether¬ 
lands printer in the sixteenth, only usually in combination, and 
not as in Doesborgh’s books exclusively. It is true that in the 
“ Arnold’s Chronicle ” a smaller type appears; but that only 
helps to dissociate the book from our printer. 

The use of so universal a type makes the attribution to him 
of books sine uota more than usually doubtful. The large letters 
occasionally used on titles are, I believe without exception, cut in 
wood; the “large Type” on the title of the “Os facies mentum" 
is probably from one of these blocks. 

Of the twenty-four books which are to be assigned with more 
or less certainty to Doesborgh’s Press, only five are dated, while 
seventeen bear the printer’s name. Four of the five are between 
1517 and 1520, and there is none before 1517 3 , although a con¬ 
siderable number of books must be assigned to an earlier period. 
Some assistance in arranging the undated books in a probable 
order is afforded by the devices used. There are five stages in 
the use of devices, which fail into an obvious order of sequence. 

Device 1, which is found only in the “Fifteen Tokens,” 
consists of the cut which was used by Dorpe as his mark. In 
its original state this cut represents the Knight Roland facing 
the right and winding his horn. From branches which arch 
overhead hang two shields, one on each side; that on the left 
bears the arms of Antwerp, that on the right bears an axe, as the 
printer’s mark. Below a label bears his name “ Van den dorpe.” 

1 For Bac see the colophon to the Herbarius of 1511 in Yamler Mcersch 
(Ktcherches , etc. Garni, 1S56) p. 126; for Eckert see Ilain 12010; for Lettersnider 
and Liesveldt see Campbell, Nos. 1026 and 549a. 

- See No. 3 of the J. Kockx sale catalogue (Anhv. 1891). 

3 This is not correct ; see note at end. 
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As used by Doesborgh, in the “ Fifteen Tokens,” the name has 
been cut out of the label, and the axe from the righthand shield, 
not so completely, however, but that a vestige of both handle 
and blade is discernible. 1 

Device 2, which is, like No. 1, found in only one book, first 
appears in the “ Spieghel der volcomenheit ” which was printed 
by Van den Dorpe’s widow in 1501.* It differs from device 1 
in being smaller, and less artistic: the label, which is blank, is 
in the upper part, and the shields, which have changed sides, 
rest on the ground. As used by Doesborgh, the axe is cut out 
of the left-hand shield. 

Not long, as it would seem, after using this second device, 
Doesborgh adopted a motto of his own, which appears after the 
colophon to the “ Nieuwer Werelt” as “e celo descendit v’bum 
quod gnothochyauton; ” a curiously incorrect quotation from 
Juvenal. It is possible that this use of a motto was only a 
stopgap used while device No. 3 was being cut. 

Device 3, which has never been reproduced in any collection 
of printers’ marks, is of a remarkable character. It appears 
both in English and Dutch books, in the former mostly with 
the royal arms accompanying it. In a chamber with tiled floor 
a woman sits on a throne with two steps and a canopy. Over 
her head is her name “ Auontuere,” in her right hand she holds 
a sceptre, in her left the wheel of fortune. The left side of her 
face is masked,'and a bandage covers her eyes. On her right a man 
labelled “ gheluck ” stands blowing a long horn-like instrument. 
On her left a similar man, “ ongeluc ’’ blows a smaller instrument 
of the same kind. Below is an inscription in Greek letters, 
which reads TNO 0 OI 2 IATTON, in which may be recognised 
the “ gnothochyauton ” of the motto. The device seems to 
have met with an accident soon after being cut, for I know of 
only one book in which it is complete,; in all other instances the 
side edges in the lower part, where the inscription is, are broken 
away, one side wholly, and one partially. 

It next falls to speak of Doesborgh’s connexion with 
Laurence Andrewe of Calais, who was in and after 1527 a 
printer and bookseller at London. The connexion is established 
by two books, the first of which is ‘ The wonderful shape and 


This device is figured in Holtrop’s Monuments, pi. 111 [72]. 

For this book, and the cut of the device, see Vander Meersch, p. 130. 
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nature of man, beastes . . . a compilation, translated at 
Antwerp by Andrewe to be printed by ‘ Iohnes doesborowe 
booke printer,’ and ‘never before in no maternall langage 
prentyd tyl now.’ There is no date to this book, but as the 
Dutch version of it was printed in 1520, it must be a year 
or two before that time. 

The second book is the ‘ The Valuation of gold and silver, 
printed in the city of Antwerp for Laurence Andrewe,’ cited by 
Herbert (Typographical Antiquities, p. 412 ). 

Herbert and Berjeau 1 consider that the connexion between 
Doesborgh and Andrewe was that of master and apprentice. 
The most that can be said for this theory is that it is possible. 
But in the books printed by Andrewe himself later, there is no 
trace of Doesborgh’s influence or methods, but on the contrary, 
a close approximation to those of English Printers, such as 
Treveris or Rastell. The wording of the reference in the 
‘ Wonderful Shape,’ does not necessarily imply the dependence 
of Andrewe. 

We know that this book was translated by Andrewe, but who 
were responsible for the other English books of this press ? We 
know from the edition by Wyer, of ‘ The foure Tokens,’ which is 
in. the British Museum, that Doesborgh himself was the 
translator: ‘ translated out of Duche into Englysshe by John 
Dousbrugh.’ We may, therefore, assume that the whole of the 
book known as * * The fifteen Tokens,’ of which the ‘ Four 
Tokens ’ are the first part, is due to Doesborgh also. But the 
‘ Fifteen Tokens ’ itself is a version from the French, as stated 
in the book.* Of the other books little can be said. The ‘ New 
Lands,’ as is pointed out by Prof. Arber, is the work of a Dutch¬ 
man with a very imperfect knowledge of English, but this is not 
true of all the books. Douce, in a MS. note prefixed to the 
‘ Parson of Kalenborowe,’ asserts very positively that, in all 
probability, Richard Arnold was the translator of most of them: 
but this appears to be merely conjecture. 

The last book printed with a date by Doesborgh is the 
‘ Cronike van Brabant’ of June, 1530: it was printed for, and 
to be sold by, Mich. Hillenius, who was, as we have seen before, 
a neighbour of the printer. After this there is no certain 


1 Bibliophile illustri. No. I (Aofit, 1861, p. 5). 

* It is a translation of a portion of the Second Part of ‘ L’art de bien mourir.’ 
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knowledge concerning Doesborgh. It is possible that he may 
have removed to Utrecht, as the name of Jan van Doesborch 
appears as an Utrecht printer or bookseller about the year 
1540.' 

It will be seen that we know very little of our printer’s life 
between the bounding dates of 1508 and 1530 or 1540, and 
nothing outside those dates. Even his books only give us four 
consecutive years, 1517 to 1520, and one isolated date of 1530* 
as certain points. No doubt in time much more will be learnt 
respecting him and his contemporaries, many of whom are, to a 
still greater extent, mere names to us at present. 

In the following list I have attempted an approximately 
chronological order ; but it must be understood that often there 
is very little to go upon for giving one period rather than 
another. 

1. (c. 1508 ?) Fifteen Tokens. With name. Quarto 

Device 1. British Museum, Bodleian (both imperfect) 

2. (c. 1508?) Van pape Jans Landendes. With name 

Quarto. Device 2. British Museum. 

3. (c. 1510 ?) Die distructie van Troyen (Guido Colonna). 

Folio. With name. Hain, 5524. 

4. (1510.) Almanack for 1510, by Jaspar Laet. Broadside. 

No name. Lambeth (3 copies). 

5. (c. 1510?) Robin Hood. No name. Quarto. 

Edinburgh: Advocates' Library.. 

6. (c. 1510?) Euryalus and Lucretia (Aeneas Sylvius). A 

fragment. Edinburgh: Signet Library. 

7. (c. 1510?) Van der Nieuwer Werelt. Quarto. With 

name and motto. Providence, U.S.A. 

8. (c. 1512 ?) Accidence (perhaps by John Stanbridge). 

Quarto. With name and device 3, whole. A frag¬ 
ment. C. C. C. Oxford. 

9. (c. 1515 ?) Accidence (an abridgment of the above).. 

Quarto, with name. Bodleian. 

10. (c. 1515 ?) Of the newe landes. Quarto, with name and 
device 3, broken. Br. Mus.; Bodleian (2 leaves). 

xi. (1516) Prognostication for 1516, by Jaspar Laet. Quarto. 

Br. Mus. (one leaf only).. 


1 Ledeboer, Lijsttier bockdmkktrt . . . in Noord-Ncderland, Utrecht, 187S;. 
p. 46 . 
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12. 1517, May, 31. Den oorspronck onser salicheyt. Folio, 

with name and date. Device 3, broken. 

Br. Mus. ; The Hague. 

13. I 5 I 7 - Causes . . . for a journey against the Turks. 

Quarto ? No name ? West Catalogue, 1773, No. 1851. 

14. (After Jan. 1517) Letter of Barthol. de Clereville, etc. 

Quarto, with name. Bodleian. 

15. 1518. Cronike van Brabant, with name and date. Folio. 

The Hague. 

16. 1518. The merchant’s wife (Frederyke of Jennen). 

Quarto, with name, date, and device [3] Britwell. 

17. (c. 1518 ?) The wonderful shape and nature of man, etc. 

Folio, with name. Cambridge Univ. Lib. [imperfect], 

18. 1520, May, 5. Den dieren Palleys. Folio, with name, 

date, and device 3, broken. British Museum (2 copies). 
iq. (c. 1520 ?) The lyfe of Virgilius. Quarto, with name and 
device 3, broken. Bodleian [ imperfect ], Britwell. 

20. (c. 1520?) Virgilius, van sijn leven . . . Quarto. No 
name or date. British Museum. 

si. (c. 1520?) Mary of Nemmegen. Quarto, with name and 
device [3]. Britwell. 

22. 1530, June. Cronike van Brabant. Folio, with name and 

date. British Museum ; The Hague. 

23. (After 1530?) The parson of Kalenborowe. Quarto. 

Bodleian [imperfect], 

24. (n.d.). Os facies mentum, Lat.-Eng. Quarto, with name. 

Huth ; Britwell. 

25. (n.d.) The valuation of gold and silver. Antwerp, for 

L. Andrewe. Herbert, p. 412. 


DVBIA. 

26. Arnold’s Chronicle [1503 ?]. Folio, no name or place. 

British Museum, S-c. 

27. A quarto abridged edition of the same. British Museum. 

(one leaf only.) 

28. Cronike van Brabant, 1512. Folio, no name. [By H. 

Eckert ?] British Museum. 

29. Prognostication in Dutch by Jasper Laet for 1514. Quarto. 

[By Jan van Ghelen ?] Catal. feu P. Kockx, Anvers 

1892, No. 673. 
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30. The valuation of gold and silver. (Herbert p. 1529). 

Octavo, no name, place or date. British Museum. 

31. A book on the Pestilence. Maurice Johnson, Esq. 

I shall be exceeding grateful for any information respecting 
the printer or his books, whether those in the above list or others, 
many of which probably exist, entire or in fragments.' 

Robert G. C. Proctor. 


10, S. Margaret's Road, Oxford. 


Addenda. 

Note 1 (to No. 24). The small type of this book is not Roman, but 
small Gothic, similar to that used by Worde in the “Ortus vocabulorum.” 
The date is about 1517. 

Note 2. Many of the dates given and statements made above need 
modification. A book in the British Museum, “ Die rcysc van Lisscbone,” 
has the printer’s name and device 3 unbroken, with the date 150S, that is, 
nine years earlier than any other dated book. 

Note 3. The state of the cuts in No. 17 (above), shows it to be later 
in date than No. 18. 


1 A friend points out to us that there is a fragment (sheet K) of an edition 
of Owtglass attributed to Docsborgh in the catalogue of the British Museum. 
(C. 34, f. 31 ).—Ed. 
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